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Progress of Current Trade-Reporting Program 
By Edward L. Lloyd, Clilef, Market Data Section, Marketing Research Division 

THERE has long been a realization of the lack of 
suflGicient factual data upon which to base economic 

and business judgments, but the need for such informa­
tion has become more pronounced and important in 
recent years of rapid and drastic change in our economic 
structure. The program of the Bureau of Foreign 
and Domestic Commerce, initiated in 1933, contem­
plated the collection of data upon which an appraisal 
of the current state of domestic trade activity could be 
based. This step was designed to provide facts on 
current trends which would be made readily available 
to businessmen, statisticians, pubhc officials, and other 
students of business conditions. Although steady 
progress has been made on this project, there still 
remain significant gaps, which it is hoped may be filled 
as the cooperation of the necessary reporting groups is 
secured. This article is designed to present a review 
of the program to date; it supplements the summary 
which appeared in the February 1936 issue of the 
Survey of Current Business. 

The collection, statistical treatment, and analysis of 
the material have been handled in the Marketing 
Research Division of the Bureau. The splendid 
cooperation of businessmen throughout the country, in 
furnishing the basic data, and the collaboration of 
business associations and bureaus of business research 
of several universities, which have enabled the Bureau 
to make noteworthy additions to our statistical knowl­
edge, are gratefully acknowledged. Continued col­
laboration of these and other groups is necessary if we 
are to make further' progress. 

The series of retail trade indexes with which the 
program had its beginning have been augmented by 
data on other important lines of chain-store sales, by 
an increased number of States reporting independent 
retail-store sales, by reports on the dollar volumes of 
wholesalers and manufacturers, and by the collection 
of data to indicate the current position of wholesale 
and retail inventories. Wherever feasible, detailed 
information is collected for kinds of business, by 
geographic regions and principal cities, and by com­
modity groups. 

Retail Trade Statistics. 

The first studies were undertaken in the chain-store 
and mail-order fields, supplemented by data on retail 
sales .of new passenger automobiles. Indexes were 
constructed showing dollar sales of limited-price variety 
stores, new passenger automobiles, general merchandise 
in rural areas, both total and by regions, and chain 
grocery-store sales. These series of indexes are avail­
able by months from January 1929, both with and 

without adjustments for seasonal variations. Detailed 
descriptions of the several indexes and the methods 
employed in their construction have appeared in 
previous issues of the Survey of Current Business.* 

Supplementary reports on chain-store activity, which 
as yet are not on an index basis, include the drug and 
men's-wear fields, and prehminary work has been done 
on chain sales of shoes and women's wear. With 
these additions, the Bureau studies of chain-store 
activity represent lines of business which accounted for 
more than 50 percent of all sales made by chain organi­
zations, according to the 1935 Census of Business. It 
is planned to construct an index of chain-store sales in 
the near future, based on these series and other available 
data, wliich will indicate current trends of sales made 
through chain stores. 

Since January 1938, monthly data on the cost value 
of stocks on hand both in retail stores and in warehouses 
have been collected from chain retailers in the variety, 
grocery, and general-merchandise fields. The first 
pubhc release of these data was recently presented in a 
midyear summary of retail trade. 

Retail sales of independent merchants have been re­
ported from the State of Massachusetts in cooperation 
with the Boston Federal Reserve Banlc since 1934, and 
from Illinois, Indiana, and Wisconsin since September 
1935. These latter States were the first to be covered 
in the Bureau's sale-reporting program. 

The chain-store field could be covered adequately 
through the cooperation of a relatively small number of 
organizations, but the study of retail sales of inde­
pendent stores presents a more diB&cult problem. It 
was decided that the data should be developed on a 
State basis. Since the faU of 1935, when the first re­
leases were issued, the program has been gradually ex­
tended until reports are being received each month 
from some 20 lands of business in 28 States." Inde­
pendent-store sales in the States from which reports 
are now being received accoimted for approximately 60 
percent of the total sales of independent retailers, as 
shown by the Census of Business of 1935. Each of the 

1 March, April, and December of 1934; September 1936; and May 1937, in the ordor 
ot the series named. 

> states now covered in this service and the data tor which intormation was first 
available are as follows: 

Alabama, Oct. 1937. 
Arizona, Aug. 1937. 
Arkansas, May 1930. 
California, Aug. 1937. 
Colorado, Aug. 1936. 
Florida, July 1038. 
Georgia, Oct. 1937. 
Idaho, Aug. 1937. 
nihiois, Aug. 1935. 
Indiana, Aug. 1935. 

Iowa, May 1936. 
Kansas, May 1936. 
Massachusetts, May 1934. 
Missouri, May 1936. 
Montana, Aug. 1937. 
Nebraska, May 1030. 
Nevada, Aug. 1937. 
New Mexico, Nov. 1936. 
Ohio, May 1930. 

Oklahoma, Oct. 1036. 
Oregon, Sept. 1037. 
Pennsylvania, July 1938. 
South Carolina, Oct. 1937. 
Texas, Oct. 1936. 
Utah, Aug. 1937. 
Washington, Sept. 1037. 
Wisconsin, Aug: 1935 
Wyoming, Aug. 1930 
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nine geographic regions, as defined by the Census 
Bureau, is at present represented in the program by at 
least one State. Reports are received from all States 
in the Mountain and the Pacific regions and from all 
but one State in the East North Central and West 
South Central groups. Detailed statements for most 
of the 28 States covered and for the cities of St. Louis, 
Chicago, Los Angeles, and San Francisco are released 
regularly each month. (Similar data will be available 
shortly for Philadelpliia and Pittsburgh.) These show 
sales by lands of business for the current month, the 
previous month, and the comparative month of the 
previous year. The number of stores, dollar sales, 
computed changes, and a chart showing percentage 
change by kinds of business are presented in each 
release. 

Table 1.—Independent Store Sales Reported to the Bureau of ForelAn and 
Domestic Commerce Compared With Census Data 

States reporting 

To ta l ' 

Now England: 
Massochusetts... 

Middle Atlantic: 
Pennsylvania 

East North Central: 
Illlnols , 
Indiana , 
Ohio 
Wisconsin 

West North Control: 
Iowa 
Konsas 
Missouri 
Nobrasko 

South Atlantic: 
Florida 
Georgia . . . 
South Carolina.. 

East South Central: 
Alabama 

West South Central: 
Arkansas 
Oklahoma 
Texas. . . 

Mountain: 
Arizona 
Colorado 
Idoho 
Montana 
Nevada 
Now Mexico 
Utah 
Wyoming 

Paclfio: 
California 
Oregon 
Washington 

Bureau sample 

July 
1938 

Store 
units 

18,554 

800 

1,121 

1,101 
696 

1,231 
721 

770 
500 
977 
497 

245 
405 
320 

293 

253 
332 

1,200 

148 
452 
203 
328 
75 
90 

184 
112 

4,087 
536 
774 

Year 1937 

Store 
units 

13,110 

701 

(') 
1,026 

674 
1,003 

716 

629 
681 
995 
437 

« 
301 
254 

189 

270 
306 

1,122 

71 
465 
164 
220 
48 
77 
127 
116 

1,941 
266 
472 

Sales 

Thoua. of 
dollars 

1,909,706 

« 
176,480 
79,646 

143,606 
116,628 

05,116 
43,336 

156,691 
36,009 

(') 
57,606 
24,169 

33,143 

26,813 
38,917 

194,873 

16,566 
44,986 
17,860 
26,844 
6,041 

10,677 
21,477 
12,239 

479,817 
62,369 
81,575 

Census 1936 > 

Store 
units 

590,446 

29,882 

69,869 

60,100 
26,934 
60,780 
22,438 

23.339 
18,260 
31,491 
12,138 

10,718 
16,664 
8,891 

12,466 

31,919 
19,022 
48,924 

1,942 
9,319 
3,170 
3,160 
641 

2,111 
2,084 
2,227 

67,052 
7,290 
11,022 

Sales 

Thoua. of 
dollars 

11,666,897 

761,702 

1,367,2H) 

999,087 
459,061 

1,090,026 
527,607 

419,503 
305,000 
660,427 
243,636 

277,122 
276,447 
156,976 

273,323 

182,100 
3U3,170 
866,009 

67,203 
213,100 
100,660 
110,019 
24,244 
66,086 
72,016 
60,338 

1,320,910 
188,127 
284,024 

> Census figures shown here include only thoso kinds ot business which are reported 
to the Bureau of Foreign and Domestic Commerce. 

> Totals are tor flgures shown; tho number ot stores shown tor July 1938 docs not In­
clude reports rcooivod attor tho 15th ot August. 

> Comparablo data not available for the year 1937, number ot flrms as ot December. 
' Hoporting program not extended to include Pennsylvania and Florida until July 

1938. 

Source: Figures reported to the Bureau ot Foreign and Domestic Commerce and tho 
Census of Business, 1936. 

Factors showing seasonal variations in various kinds 
of business are in the course of preparation and are 
soon to be pubhshed. Although the sample data cover 
a rather short period of time on which to base seasonal 
changes, it is hoped that these factors will give some 

indication of the relationship of sales as between the 
different months of the year for various lands of busi­
ness for which measures of seasonal fluctuation have 
heretofore been lacking. 

A summary of the independent-store sales for the 
States reporting appears regxdarly in two of the tri-
monthly issues of Domestic Commerce. The issue 
appearing on the 30th of the month presents sales by 
States and by regions, while in the issue for the 10th 
of the following month, sales by lands of business and 
by population groups are summarized and presented 
with other sales data which are described in this article. 

An indication of the extent of coverage by States 
represented by the current reports is shown by figure I. 
It should be noted, however, that the number of con­
cerns reporting is expanding steadily; in July 1938, the 
number of reporting fu-ms had increased to more than 
20,000. 

The census of 1935 is the latest available for total 
retail sales, but in comparing the figures in column 4 
of the table with those in column 6, consideration should 
be given to the fact that estimated aggregate retail sales 
of independent stores in 1937 were about one-fifth higher 
than in 1935. 

In addition to carrying forward and expanding the 
work already established, the Marketing Research 
Division envisages the extension of the retail reporting 
program to cover all States. Thus, it will be possible 
to present comprehensive retail data upon both a 
national and a regional basis. I t is also planned to 
collect data from independent stores on credits and 
collections, and possibly inventories for stores from 
which such information can be obtained readily. The 
addition of this material will enhance the value of the 
information which is now issued. But, TOth the figures 
now available, a more comprehensive analysis of data 
is possible than formerly. With the shifting of the 
major emphasis from collection to analysis, significant 
reports of individual industries as well as retailing as a 
whole should be forthcoming. 

All of th6 basic information reported to the Bureau, 
together with data gathered from various other sources, 
is employed in arriving at the Bureau's annual estimates 
of total retail trade, as well as in estimating the monthly 
changes in consumer purchasing. It is planned to 
construct a monthly index of total retail trade, which, 
when completed, will be presented and described in the 
Survey of Current Business. This will be a composite 
figure of the Bureau's series, which have been published 
for several years, and the Department Store Index 
constructed by the Board of Governors of the Federal 
Reserve System. In constructing the index of total 
sales, each of the indexes, together with independent-
store and a'^ditional chain-store data, will be carefully 
analyzed and studied for the purpose of constructing 
an index which wiU provide an accurate indication of 
sales volumes on a seasonally corrected basis. 
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Wholesale Trade Statistics Expanded. 

The monthly collection, analysis, and dissemination 
of current data reflecting conditions in wholesale trade 
^vere initiated in January 1936 by the Bureau in co­
operation Avith the National Association of Credit Men. 
Arrangements were made with the various Federal 
Reserve Banks, which were collecting similar informa­
tion, so that duphcation would be avoided and all 
information of this nature eventually collected by the 
Bureau of Foreign and Domestic Commerce. The 
first statement, which contained data for shghtly less 
than 600 wholesalers, presented percentage changes in 
sales and median collection ratios for various lines of 
trade. The same month of the previous year and the 
preceding month were used as bases of comparison to 
show year-to-year and month-to-month variations. 

Tliis series was expanded during 1937 to include the 
dollar volume of accounts outstanding and the dollars 
collected in each month rather than a collection ratio 
figure. These additional data made it possible to 
publish the value of accounts receivable outstanding on 
the first of each month, and to afford comparisons with 
the preceding year and month, as for sales. Toward 
the close of that year, the desire of business interests 
to be better informed on the inventory position of 
wholesalers, and the relationship of inventories to sales, 
resulted in the addition of inventory data to the regular 
monthly schediile. This made possible the pubhcation 
in the December 1937 report of such data, by lands of 
business and by regions. The montlily ratio of stocks 
to sales is' also shown. 

An indication of the growth that has occurred since 
the inception of this service may be obtained by a 
comparison of the number of firms and their doUar 
volume of sales as reported in the June 1938 release, as 
compared with the release for June 1936, six months 
after the initial compilation. In June 1936, 1,090 
wholesalers reported sales of $129,000,000, as compared 
with about 2,200 firms with sales of $179,000,000 m 
June 1938. Adjusting this latter figure for the de­
pressive infiuence of the recession, the comparable 
total to the June 1936 figure is $190,000,000. The fact 
that the dollar volume as adjusted did not increase in 
proportion to the number of firms is of interest, as it 
refiects the efforts to collect data from the smaller 
firms for the purpose of improving the representative­
ness of the sample. 

In addition to the monthly data, cumulative infor­
mation is being shown by quarters for aU lines of trade. 
The first tabulation of this sort was made in July 1938 
and compared data for the first 6 months of 1938 and 
1937. Efforts are being made to build up the number 
and representativeness of the reporting firms, and the 

sample wiU be expanded and improved by the end of 
the present calendar year. Plans also have been made 
to supplement the current statistics with historical data 
which will permit the preparation of comparable time 
series for both sales and stocks. 

The Bureau prepares monthly a special tabulation 
for 11 of the 12 Federal Reserve Bank districts. Data 
contained in these tabulations are basic in the prepara­
tion of the Federal Reserve Bulletins. 

Dollar Figures on Manufacturing Industries. 
Coincidental with the current reports on wholesale 

trade, dollar figures on sales and collections of manu­
facturers, by types of industries, were collected. Major 
emphasis, however, has not been given this activity 
because the existing facihties were devoted mainly to 
developing the data on wholesale and retail trade. At 
present, monthly figures showing sales, accounts re­
ceivable outstanding, and collections for the reporting 
firms are published for the major manufacturing indus­
tries. Cumulative figures are reported at quarterly 
intervals. 

In the Jime 1938 bulletui, 1,118 manufacturing firms 
with an adjusted montlily sales value of $228,000,000 
supplied data, as contrasted with 543 firms showing a 
value of $179,000,000 in June 1936. It is planned, when 
facilities permit, to expand the sample of manufacturers 
reporting, particularly in certain Unes of trade where 
existing data are inadequate, and to include stock 
information. 

Industry Reports. 
In order that businessmen may have currently avail­

able, in a single publication, a picture of the conditions 
in a particular industry, from manufacturer through 
the wholesale and retail distributive channels to the 
ultimate consumer, special trade summaries are issued. 
Such reports are now being issued in the drug, hard­
ware, and food fields. In the electrical trade, a special 
summary, which does not include retail data, is issued. 

The drug release, which will serve to illustrate this 
type of report, records manufacturers' sales, accounts 
receivable, and collections for the country as a whole; 
wholesale sales, subdivided to present total sales, sales 
of drug and drug sundries and liquor sales reported by 
regions, as well as accounts receivable outstanding, 
collection and inventory data; chain drug-store sales 
in total, and by tobacco and fountain departments, by 
regions, and independent drug-store sales for the 
States now being covered. 

Additional reports of this type will be prepared in 
those cases where the adequacy of the reports warrants. 
Such data as are contained in these reports are basic 
to industry analysis. 


